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Summary of Research on Vouchers 
 
Information relative to school vouchers comes in many forms, including empirical 
research as well as an abundance of commentary pieces and advocacy reports. As a 
result, both opponents and proponents may selectively choose from among the available 
information. While the range of information is revealing with regard to ideological and 
philosophical positions, all information does not constitute research. Here we briefly 
summarize empirical studies to date on voucher programs in the US and other nations 
regarding accessibility of choice and outcomes associated with vouchers.  

 
Voucher Programs in US and Other Countries 

 
Voucher programs are designed to expand the schooling options for students. However, 
the access to vouchers and private schools depends on many factors, including: 

• Whether the full cost of schooling is covered by vouchers, including the cost of 
special education and the provision of transportation,  

• Whether the supply of private schools is big enough to absorb the demand for 
admission, and  

• Whether private schools are allowed to select students they desire and decline 
students who may need additional resources to educate. 

 
If these conditions are not satisfied, the freedom to choose will be restricted and the 
ability of some groups of families to participate in a voucher program will be greatly 
limited (Epple & Romano, 1998; Levin, 1998).
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Who has choice and who chooses? Most existing voucher programs in the US target 
students from low-income families in urban areas or students in low-performing schools, 
while other countries such as Chile, New Zealand and some countries in Europe, have 
introduced large-scale and universal voucher and choice programs that involve private 
schools. Whether choice is universally accessible or restricted to certain groups of 
students, stratification among students may occur. The following types of stratification 
have been documented by empirical research to date. 

• As found in Milwaukee and other restricted voucher programs, parents using 
vouchers tend to have higher educational levels than families who are voucher-
eligible but declined to use the vouchers (Peterson, Howell, & Greene, 1997; 
Rouse, 1998; Witte & Thorn, 1996). 

• Research on US private schools, charter schools, and inter-district choice usually 
suggests more racial and social segregation (See e.g. Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; 
Carnoy, Jacobsen, Mishel et al., 2005; Cobb & Glass, 1999; Frankenberg & Lee, 
2003; Scott, 2005; Wells, Holme, Lopez et al., 2000).  

• International experience in European countries also consistently shows increasing 
polarization by student ethnicity and socioeconomic status (SES) associated with 
school choice policies (Ladd, 2002).  

• In New Zealand’s system of public choice, Ladd and Fiske (2001) found that 
“choosing” families were most likely to opt for higher SES schools, and ethnic 
minority students with the lowest performance and lowest SES end up 
concentrated in public schools serving disproportionately minority and low SES 
students.  

• Twenty years after the implementation of the nationwide voucher program in 
Chile in 1981, researchers also found that the program led to increased sorting, as 
the public school students from families with higher levels of income and 
educational attainment left for the private schools (Elacqua, 2006; Hsieh & 
Urquiola, 2003). 

• Students with disabilities who are voucher-eligible are underrepresented in 
voucher programs (Gill, Timpane, Ross et al., 2001).  

 
Do vouchers improve student achievement? Although improvement in student 
achievement is an anticipated outcome of most education reform, school vouchers do not 
necessarily produce such results.  

• In fact, to date no systematic improvement has been found for voucher 
participants (Witte, 1997, 2000; Greene, Peterson, & Du, 1998; Rouse, 1998; 
Greene, Howell and Peterson, 1997, 1999; Metcalf, 2003; Belfield, 2006; Howell 
& Peterson, 2002; Mayer, Peterson, Myers et al., 2002; Krueger & Zhu, 2004a).  

• There have been reported small positive improvements for African American 
students (Howell & Peterson, 2002; Mayer, Peterson, Myers et al., 2002). 
However, the magnitude of improvement is quite sensitive to the definition of 
race and study design (Krueger & Zhu, 2000b; Myers &Mayer, 2003).  

• Other student outcomes, such as graduation rates, college enrollment, and post-
school success, have so far received much less attention in the empirical research 
because of the lack of data and complex nature of existing voucher programs.  
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• International research on large-scale vouchers has also yet to generate clear 
conclusions about the impact of choice and competition on student achievement 
and other student outcomes (Plank & Sykes, 2003).  

 
What is the effect on public schools? Many proponents of school choice argue that 
market-based reforms will lead to improved schooling for all, including those in public 
schools. To date, this proposition has not withstood the empirical tests.  

• While Hoxby (2003) reported that public schools in Milwaukee that are most 
subject to competition (at least two-thirds of the students were eligible for 
vouchers) had dramatically higher achievement increases than public schools with 
fewer or no students eligible for vouchers, this study has been criticized for 
overstating the potential gains because the author was unable to take into account 
the changing mix of students (Ladd, 2002; McEwan, 2004).  

• This month the Economic Policy Institute, who relied on more recent data and 
modified methodology based on Hoxby’s models, found “essentially no evidence 
that students in those traditional public schools in Milwaukee facing more 
competition achieve higher test score gains” (Carnoy, Adamson, Chudgar et al., 
2007).  

• Likewise, mixed evidence has been produced by research on Florida’s 
Opportunity Scholarship vouchers (Greene, 2001; Greene & Winters, 2004; Figlio 
& Rouse, 2006).  

• Greene and Winters (2006) also evaluated the first federally sponsored school 
voucher program in Washington DC and reported it has had no effect on student 
achievement in the District’s public schools after its first year of implementation.  

 
A careful assessment of the research, especially on the more recent studies based on 
refined methodologies of previous work, suggests vouchers produced no significant 
improved impact on public schools. One reason might be that small-scale voucher 
programs are not sufficiently threatening to public schools to spur improvement in their 
performance (Hess, 2002). The evidence is not supportive from the international 
experience either, where competition from large-scale vouchers failed to improve public 
schools (Plank & Sykes, 2003; Hsieh & Urquiola, 2003). In particular, the competition is 
likely to exacerbate the problems of low-performing schools. With the sorting found in 
the unrestricted choice plans in both Chile and New Zealand, low-performing schools 
with large concentrations of low SES students and students of color tend to have 
difficulties competing for students and resources (Ladd & Fiske, 2001). 
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Continuing the Discussion, Development, and Implementation of  
School Choice Provisions 

 
Empirical evidence (Howell & Peterson, 2002; Peterson & Hassel, 1998; Witte, 2000) 
shows that parents who exercise choice options (e.g., charters, voucher) generally enjoy 
great satisfaction in having participated in a choice program. While the increasing 
demand for school choice alternatives warrants attention, there are, however, cautions in 
overstating or overestimating outcomes (positive or negative repercussions) of such 
policies. Specifically, questions that remain regarding decisions to adopt and/or enact any 
school choice provision include:  

• How are school choice provisions designed to maximize benefits? 
• How are these programs implemented? 
• How are school choice provisions implemented? 
• How are school choice provisions evaluated? 
• Who has the ability to exercise choice and under what conditions? 
• What are the benefits (e.g., financial, academic, social) to students who participate 

in choice programs? And who receives these benefits? In other words, if student 
achievement is not ultimately the outcome, then what outcomes are sought? 

• What are the affects (e.g., financial, academic) of choice programs on the 
receiving private schools as well as the neighborhood public schools and districts?   

• What are the implications and costs of increased racial and social segregation in 
our school systems?  
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